Voter Turnout in Manitoba: An Ecological Analysis by Wesley, Jared J. & Summerlee, Lydia




Voter Turnout in Manitoba: An Ecological Analysis 	  
 
Jared J. Wesley a and Lydia Summerlee b  
a Department of Political Studies, University of Manitoba. Department of Political Science, University of Alberta.   
E-mail address: jwesley@ualberta.ca 




Abstract. This article treats Manitoba as a case study in the 
community-level factors influencing the rate of voter turn-
out. Combining data from Elections Manitoba and the Mani-
toba Bureau of Statistics, it consists of an ecological analysis 
of electoral participation among the province’s fifty-seven 
constituencies from 1999 to 2007. The study reveals that, 
while conventional variables like age and affluence play a 
role, the competitiveness of the constituency is by far the 
most important factor in determining a district’s rate of 
voter turnout. This finding required analysts to shift their 
focus to “competitiveness” as the dependent variable, which, 
in turn, revealed that the best predictor of a district’s com-
petitiveness was how close the race was in the previous 
election. The centrality of competitiveness to voter turnout 
in Manitoba raises important challenges for election officials 
and reform advocates, as it adds a dynamic, contextual vari-
able that is difficult to manipulate. 
 






Résumé. Cet article se penche sur le Manitoba comme cas 
d’étude des facteurs liés à la communauté qui influencent le 
taux de participation électorale. En associant des données 
provenant d’Élections Manitoba et du Bureau de Statistiques 
du Manitoba, il consiste en une analyse écologique de parti-
cipation électorale dans les 57 circonscriptions de la pro-
vince, de 1999 à 2007. Cette étude révèle que, tandis que les 
variables liées à l’âge et à l’aisance économique jouent un 
rôle certain, la compétitivité de la circonscription est de loin 
le plus important facteur qui détermine le taux de participa-
tion électorale de la circonscription. Ce résultat a exigé que 
les analystes dévient leur attention vers la ‘compétitivité’ 
comme variable dépendante, qui, à son tour, a révélé que le 
meilleur prédicteur de la compétitivité d’une circonscription 
était d’examiner l’état des forces au cours des élections pré-
cédentes. La centralité de la compétitivité dans la participa-
tion électorale au Manitoba implique des défis importants 
pour les responsables des élections et les champions des 
réformes, car elle ajoute une variable dynamique et contex-
tuelle qu’il est difficile de manipuler.  
 







For decades, the political science community has remained 
fixated on the question of why certain citizens choose to 
vote, while others do not. This focus has contributed to a rich 
literature on the demographic and attitudinal underpinnings 
of voter turnout. Thanks to several generations of survey 
researchers, we know that non-voters tend to be younger, 
less educated, less wealthy, less politically knowledgeable, 
less interested in elections, and generally less integrated into 
the political system than their voting counterparts. Despite 
this knowledge, analysts and advocates have been unable to 
solve the issue of low voter turnout, a pattern that persists 
throughout much of Canada and the Western world. This 
inability is not for lack of effort or talent, but may be at-
tributable to the narrowness of our approach. In particular, 
our knowledge remains limited by an under-appreciation for 
the fact that voting is not simply an individual act. Like 
many other political behavior, voting is a group activity that 
is influenced by the various environmental factors present in 
different communities. To understand collective behavior, 
we must identify how context matters – how group-level 
variables affect the rate of voter turnout in various types of 
communities. 
As an ecological analysis, this study examines voter turn-
out variations among provincial electoral constituencies 
during the 1999, 2003, and 2007 Manitoba General Elec-
tions. Based on existing literature, it was hypothesized that 
various constituencies have distinct electoral engagement 
patterns based on their own unique geographic, demograph-
ic, and political characteristics. As the findings reveal, older, 
more affluent, stable, and homogenous constituencies tend 
to feature higher levels of turnout compared to those that 
feature younger electorates, lower levels of income and edu-
cation, higher levels of population mobility, and higher levels 
of culturally diversity. Of particular note, constituencies with 
high proportions of Aboriginal peoples feature the lowest 
levels of voter turnout in the province. More than geography 
and demographics, however, the closeness of the local race is 
by far the most important factor in determining a communi-
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ty’s turnout rate. Indeed, competitiveness is such a strong 
predictor of turnout that it serves to trump many other tradi-
tionally-powerful variables, including age, education, and 
income. The political context of the race means more than 
the demographics of the district. 
By identifying competitiveness as the most crucial factor 
in determining a district’s level of turnout, the study shifts 
our focus to a new dependent variable. This, in turn, raises 
the question of what compositional or contextual factors, if 
any, dictate the closeness of the race. The primary response 
– the closeness of the previous election – is neither surpris-
ing nor satisfying to those seeking a solution to the low turn-
out puzzle in Manitoba, prompting a call for further research 
into the relationship between competitiveness at the aggre-
gate level, and the decision to vote at the individual level.  
The article begins by outlining the state of voter turnout 
in Manitoba, before explaining the methodology employed in 
the study. Findings are then presented in two parts: (1) a 
series of bivariate analyses explaining the sources of voter 
engagement in the province’s various constituencies, and (2) 
a series of OLS regression analyses examining the determi-
nants of competitiveness. The study concludes that further 
research is required to discern precisely how and why com-
petitiveness matters to voters on an individual level. 
 
Turnout in Manitoba 
 
To be clear: this study does not seek to explain the dramatic 
decline in voter turnout in Manitoba, but rather the source of 
relatively low turnout in Manitoba at the turn of the twenty-
first century. Nonetheless, it is important to place this re-
search in the proper temporal context. As in much of the rest 
of Canada, voter participation in Manitoba provincial elec-
tions has declined considerably since the mid-1970s (see 
Figure 1). Throughout the past half-century, Manitoba’s 
provincial turnout rate has ranked eighth in the country, 
ahead of only Alberta and Ontario (see Figure 2). Turnout in 
some areas of the province and regions of the country have 
fallen as much as thirty percentage-points over the past two 
decades, prompting many to declare a growing “democratic 
deficit”. As in most advanced democracies, the issue remains 
a puzzle to even the most trained observers. Why are so few 
Manitobans turning out to vote?  
 









In previous election years, Elections Manitoba has commis-
sioned Prairie Research Associates (PRA) to conduct several 
surveys of voters and non-voters (PRA 2004, 2008). This 
research produced several important findings, notably that, 
“compared to voters, non-voters tend to be younger, less 
educated, and come from households with children under 18 
years of age. They are also more likely than voters to come 
from households where other members also do not vote” 
(PRA 2008: i). These factors appear to be related to the fact 
that many non-voters feel politically distracted (e.g., having 
other commitments and priorities during the election cam-
paign), disassociated from the political process (e.g., feeling 
alienated from the candidates, disinterested in the outcome, 
ill-informed about their choices, or dissatisfied with their 
options), or displaced from the voting system (e.g., facing 
technical or administrative barriers to voting).  
These findings echo those reached throughout the West-
ern world. From North America to Europe, politicians, gov-
ernment officials, and social scientists have spent decades 
diagnosing low turnout with nearly everyone employing the 
same methodological technique. Using public opinion sur-
veys, Canadian analysts have linked participation to a variety 
of factors, ranging from one’s age, gender, income, race, or 
religion, to one’s level of interest, trust, knowledge, civic 
duty, or efficacy in politics (see: Gidengil et al. 2004: 108-
116; Blais et al. 2002: ch. 3; Nevitte et al. 2000: ch. 5; 
Pammett 1991; Pammett and LeDuc 2003; Rubenson et al. 
2007; LeDuc and Pammett 2006; Archer and Wesley 2006). 
These results have been replicated at the provincial level in 
Canada, as well (BC Stats 2005; Leger Marketing 2008; BC 
Stats 2009). 
Conducting surveys to determine individuals’ propensity 
to vote is one way of solving the turnout dilemma. Yet this 
approach can only take us so far. Three important elements 
are often missing from these conventional accounts. First is 
a firm appreciation of the methodological and logistical 
challenges involved with surveying non-voters (Duff et al. 
2007). Citizens who are unwilling or unable to participate in 
elections are just as unlikely to participate in (often lengthy) 
phone surveys about politics. As PRA reported in 2003, 
“Non-voters were more difficult to find because people hesi-
tate to admit that they do not vote and because non-voters 
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were generally less interested in participating in any survey 
on voting” (PRA 2004: 1). 
Also missing from most conventional accounts of non-
voting is the sense that context matters – that environmen-
tal and historical factors have as much of an effect on a 
community’s level of electoral participation as its residents’ 
personal attributes (Kim, Petrocik, and Enokson 1975; Geys 
2006; Eagles 1991). Just as there are certain types of people 
who are less likely to vote, so, too are there less participatory 
communities. These insights are not lost on scholars of in-
ternational politics, whose country-by-country comparisons 
have shed much light on the turnout decline as both a global 
and local phenomenon (Blais and Dobrzynska 1998; Lijphart 
1997; Crepaz 1990; Blais 2006; Blais, Massicotte, and Do-
brzynska 2003; Franklin 2004). For the most part, Canadian 
researchers have often sidelined geographic variations in 
voter turnout in favor of countrywide analyses (but see: 
Studlar 2001).  
The novelty of these projects highlights the third short-
coming of the existing research on turnout in Canada, name-
ly that it focuses almost entirely on federal, versus provin-
cial, politics (but see: PRA 2008, 2004; BC Stats 2009, 
2005; Leger Marketing 2008; Sayers and Stewart 2008). 
Despite their own groundbreaking work at the national level, 
the lead researchers for the Canadian Election Study recently 
conceded, “the puzzle remains why the decline in turnout 
has taken longer to show up – and has shown up less con-
sistently – in provincial elections than in federal elections” 
(Gidengil et al. 2004). The few studies that have been con-
ducted at the provincial level, including those in Manitoba, 
have focused on the province-wide electorate. The present 
study breaks the province down into separate electoral 
communities, offering the same contoured perspective on 
non-voting in Manitoba as provincial-level studies offer to 
the analysis of national politics. 
In this vein, ecological analysis reveals precisely which 
factors differentiate communities with higher turnout rates 
from those with lower levels of voter participation. Figure 3 
illustrates the variation in turnout among Manitoba’s fifty-
seven constituencies over the past three elections. These 
districts may be grouped under four categories (or quar-
tiles): upper turnout constituencies (with at least 64.7 per-
cent voter participation); moderate turnout constituencies 
(between 60.7 and 64.6 percent); low turnout constituencies 
(between 55.1 and 60.6 percent); and minimal turnout con-
stituencies (below 55.1 percent). Of note, seven (7) of those 
districts in the final category feature an average turnout rate 
of below 50 percent. 
Several hypotheses emerge from a cursory examination 
of Figure 3. Constituencies in the bottom quartile are among 
the “safest seats” in Manitoba, such that the political party 
representing the district maintains a considerable popular 
vote lead over its opponents. In addition, many of these 
constituencies are among Manitoba’s most ethnically-
diverse and least affluent. Underpinning all of this, there 
also appears to be a regional connection among minimal 
turnout constituencies. The bottom four districts – Thomp-
son, The Pas, Flin Flon, and Rupertsland – are all located in 
Northern Manitoba, for instance, and a series of other con-
stituencies –Elmwood, Minto, Concordia, Wellington, and 
Point Douglas – are found in Winnipeg’s North End.  
These surface observations are by no means exhaustive, 
absolute or comprehensive, of course. Not all North End 
districts feature minimal turnout, for instance; voter partici-
pation is quite high in constituencies like Inkster, River East, 
and Rossmere. The challenge for researchers is to determine, 
of all the various factors that seem to be at play, which com-
munity-level characteristics have the greatest effect on the 
rate of voter turnout in Manitoba’s various constituencies. 
Our attention now turns to that task. 
 






As an ecological analysis, the following study provides a 
deeper understanding of the community-level factors im-
pacting voter turnout in Manitoba. Ecological analysis in-
volves the examination of two types of data. The first involve 
compositional measures, which are calculated by aggregat-
ing the characteristics of individuals living within a given 
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constituency. This includes, for example, socio-demographic 
data compiled by Census Canada and the Manitoba Bureau 
of Statistics. More than this, however, ecological analysis 
also involves the use of contextual measures, which refer to 
the characteristics of the community beyond those possessed 
by its individual members. These may include the location 
and size of the constituency; the presence or absence of an 
incumbent MLA; the competitiveness of the riding; the level 
of campaign spending; and many others.  
Three general aspects of the community setting are par-
ticularly crucial, in this regard. First, each constituency has 
its own geographic characteristics. As suggested by the 
following analysis, the outlook and behaviour of an individu-
al voter appears profoundly affected by the relationship 
between his or her home community and those around it. It 
is crucial to examine the impact of living in rural regions 
versus urban areas, for example, or in the North versus the 
South. Second, constituencies feature different patterns of 
social interaction. Whether measured in terms of socio-
economic, cultural, or other forms of demographic diversity, 
some constituencies are more homogenous than others – a 
factor which may or may not lead to higher rates of voter 
turnout. Third, but most importantly according to the results 
of our study, each electoral district constitutes its own, 
unique political “world”. Rather than considering the 2007 
Manitoba Election as a single event, an ecological analysis 
treats the campaign as a collection of fifty-seven local races 
held simultaneously. From this perspective, the factors 
affecting an individual voter depend upon the political 
choices and forces he or she confronts, the amount of re-
sources devoted by politicians in the district, and the unique 
local political culture of which he or she is a part.  
In short, an ecological analysis allows researchers to ex-
amine voting as a group experience. Because politics is part 
of the broader social structure, these differences may mani-
fest themselves in different levels of voter turnout (Lazars-
feld et al., 1968: 137). Fundamentally, an ecological analysis 
treats voting, not simply as a matter of individual choice, but 
as a group behaviour. (Two otherwise identical individuals 
may well behave differently depending on where they live.) 
This does not suggest ecological analysis is superior to sur-
vey research; rather, we argue that a full understanding of 
voter turnout requires both approaches. 
Most of the data employed in this analysis was compiled 
by Elections Manitoba and the Manitoba Bureau of Statistics 
(MBS).1 The former provides researchers with free, online 
access to election returns and campaign finance figures, 
while the latter has assembled a series of datasets purchased 
by the University of Manitoba Library system. These sets 
break down census data along provincial electoral district 
(PED) boundaries. In Manitoba, these boundaries are ad-
justed every ten years by an independent commission, with 
the two most recent redistributions having occurred in 1998 
and 2008.2 Accordingly, elections in 1999, 2003, and 2007 
were conducted using the same electoral boundaries (estab-
lished in 1998). As preceding elections in 1988, 1990, and 
1995, and the most recent election in 2011 took place using 
different electoral maps (drawn in 1988 and 2008), for 
reasons of comparability, our analysis must be confined to 
the following three elections: 
 
The following analysis provides a snapshot view of voter 
turnout in Manitoba, from 1999 to 2007. While explaining 
the long-term decline in voter participation remains an 





Determinants of Voter Turnout 
As mentioned, the competitiveness of a given district 
trumped almost all other geographic, demographic, and 
political factors in terms of explaining its level of voter turn-
out. The sole exception was a constituency’s proportion of 
Aboriginal peoples, such that districts with larger Aboriginal 
communities featured lower levels of voter participation 
regardless of their competitiveness. For this reason, we will 
abbreviate our discussion of the determinants of voter turn-
out, choosing instead to focus on explaining the varying rates 
of competitiveness found in Manitoba’s fifty-seven constitu-
encies.3  Treating turnout as the dependent variable, and 
momentarily looking past the pre-eminence of competitive-
ness, bivariate analyses do confirm the importance of several 
common determinants of voter participation in Manitoba. 




Table 1. Mean Determinants of Voter Turnout in Manitoba by 
Quartile, 1999-2007 









There was a distinct regional component to the turnout 
variation among Manitoba constituencies during the period 
under investigation. Whether speaking about the province as 
a whole or its capital city (Winnipeg) northern districts 
feature lower rates of voter turnout than southern ones. This 
north-south divide is more pronounced than the one be-
tween urban and rural constituencies; indeed, when exclud-
ing the vast territory occupied by Manitoba’s four northern-
most ridings, our findings suggests there is no discernible 
relationship between turnout and population density. 
Explanations of these regional variations are varied. 
While challenging to measure, it is difficult to discount the 
power of “political culture” when explaining these regional 
turnout disparities, however. A community’s political (or 
civic) culture consists of its most deeply-held principles – a 
series of widely-held norms or principles that help guide the 
beliefs, customs, and practices of its residents (Wesley 
2011a). This includes common attitudes toward the political 
system and its actors, and perceptions of the role of individ-
ual citizens in the political process. Grounded in higher 
levels of engagement, empowerment, knowledge, and sense 
of civic obligation, some political cultures are more partici-
patory than others. By contrast, voter turnout is likely to be 
lower in communities featuring higher levels of alienation 
(or even animosity) toward the political system, its institu-
tions, and its leaders.  
Without the benefit of survey data, we cannot compare 
the northern and southern civic cultures in Manitoba. This 
said, the historic geo-cultural realities faced by certain Mani-
toba communities may be seen to influence their rates of 
voter turnout. Existing literature on so-called “peripheral” 
communities suggests that, due to their geographic isolation 
from the provincial capital, Northern Manitobans may expe-
rience a greater sense of political alienation. By the same 
token, theories suggest that members of traditionally disad-
vantaged groups – like many residents of Winnipeg’s North 
End – tend to disengage from politics. Again, these are hy-
potheses that await confirmation through further research. 
More concretely, it is important to note the close, histori-
cal relationship between regionalism, socio-economics, and 
ethnicity in Manitoba politics. Since the first major wave of 
British-Canadian settlers arrived on the Canadian Prairies in 
the early nineteenth century, the more prosperous segments 
of the Manitoba population have been concentrated in the 
fertile farming areas of the rural south(west) and the middle-
to-upper-income communities of South Winnipeg. Mean-
while, as labourers, small farmers, members of ethnic mi-
nority communities, and Aboriginals, residents of the rural 
North and North Winnipeg have tended to occupy lower 
levels of economic status. In this sense, the relationship 
between “region” and “turnout” may be largely the product 
of socio-economic differences. These additional factors are 
explored in greater detail below. 
 
Demography 
Existing research ties a community’s turnout rate to its 
socio-economic and demographic characteristics. In general, 
the more stable, homogeneous and affluent a community is, 
the more likely its residents are to participate in elections 
(Brady, Verba, and Schlozman 1995). Previous research 
reveals that, the more stable a constituency is in terms of its 
population, the higher its rate of turnout is likely to be. Be-
cause they feature a more deeply-rooted sense of communi-
ty, stronger interpersonal bonds, higher levels of social capi-
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tal, and a move vibrant civic spirit, electoral districts consist-
ing of longer-term residents are likely to feature higher levels 
of electoral participation than those with more transient 
populations.  
To capture the two main dimensions of the concept, the 
present study assessed each constituency’s “stability” in 
terms of its proportion of younger and older citizens, and its 
proportion of migrant residents. The latter was measured in 
terms of the proportion of residents in each district that had 
changed dwellings (in the past one year, and past five years). 
The results suggest that a community’s level of demographic 
stability does matter when it comes to determining its level 
of voter turnout.  
Turning first to age, previous research suggests that 
younger Manitobans are less likely to vote than their older 
counterparts. According to a PRA survey, three-quarters of 
Manitobans under 30 did not vote in the 2007 election (PRA 
2008). Combined with the fact that 2 in 3 members of the 
baby boom generation cast ballots, this means more than 
half of the voting population consists of Manitobans over the 
age of 55. 
As individuals, young Manitobans are less likely to vote 
for a wide variety of reasons. According to national-level 
research, this disengagement is due to a combination of 
apathy, disinterest, lack of political knowledge, neglect at the 
hands of politicians, and a weaker sense of civic obligation 
(Howe 2007; MacKinnon, Pitre, and Watling 2007; O'Neill 
2001; Archer and Wesley 2006; Blais and Loewen 2009; 
O'Neill 2007; Turcotte 2007; Gidengil et al. 2005; Turcotte 
2005; Gidengil et al. 2003; Anderson and Goodyear-Grant 
2008). At the same time, according to PRA’s 2007 non-voter 
survey, “Non-voters are more likely [than voters] to report 
having children under 18 years of age in their household. 
Some 40% of non-voters reported having children under 18 
in their household, compared with 29% of voters.” Although 
some theories posit that, once young people enter this stage 
of the life cycle they become more interested in participating 
in the policy-making process, the PRA research suggests that 
– by fostering a different set of competing priorities – family 
life may actually discourage young Manitobans from invest-
ing time and resources in political activity. 
Based on this, it may be that constituencies with a higher 
proportion of persons under 30, and children under 18, 
would feature lower rates of turnout. Not surprisingly, ac-
cording to our study, these relationships hold at the commu-
nity level, as well: constituencies with a larger proportion of 
younger Manitobans had much lower rates of voter partici-
pation than those with older populations.  
By the same token, but to a much smaller degree, dis-
tricts featuring a higher proportion of “movers” had lower 
levels of turnout than those with more stable populations. 
This effect was most prominent when considering the pro-
portion of recent movers in each constituency; low turnout 
districts were more likely to feature a large number of resi-
dents who had changed dwellings within two years of an 
election. The relationship between population stability and 
turnout is complicated somewhat by the presence of several 
“high growth” constituencies in the “upper” turnout category 
(e.g., Fort Whyte and Southdale); further research in this 
area is required before any firm conclusions can be reached.  
Existing literature outside Manitoba suggests that, the 
more culturally homogeneous a constituency, the higher its 
level of voter turnout. In other words, electoral districts that 
feature high levels of diversity are assumed to feature lower 
levels of social and civic solidarity; without a deep sense of 
common attachment to the mainstream political, institu-
tional, and democratic norms found therein, such a constitu-
ency is likely to feature lower levels of political participation 
(Nakhaie 2008; Tossutti 2007; Raney and Berdahl 2009). 
As the PRA surveys did not report turnout variations 
among Manitoba’s various cultural communities, beyond 
immigrant status (which they concluded had little effect on 
one’s propensity to vote), the present study breaks new 
ground. In this analysis, the cultural diversity of each pro-
vincial constituency was measured in several ways, including 
the proportion of immigrants, members of visible minority 
and linguistic minority groups, and Aboriginal peoples resid-
ing therein. Our findings support those of many earlier stud-
ies, suggesting that constituencies with larger proportions of 
immigrants and visible minority residents did not feature 
substantially different rates of voter turnout than those with 
predominantly Caucasian populations.  
There are several possible reasons for this. Primary 
among them, Manitoba’s so-called “ethnic communities” 
have long been among the most politically-active and politi-
cally-integrated in Canada (O'Neill and Wesley 2008). From 
Eastern Europeans in the first immigrant wave of the early-
twentieth century, to immigrants from Asia and Africa in the 
twenty-first, political parties and candidates have directed 
their mobilization efforts squarely at these groups. Most 
recently, this is particularly true of Manitoba’s Filipino and 
Sikh communities, whose influence in civic, provincial, and 
federal politics remains among the strongest of all visible 
minority groups. In addition, further research may provide 
some evidence of a “role model” effect, in that constituencies 
that featured visible minority candidates were also likely to 
feature higher levels of voter turnout than those that did not.  
Overall, the lower the proportion of English- or French-
speaking, non-Aboriginal residents in a constituency, the 
lower its level of voter turnout. In this context, it is worth 
noting that communities whose residents speak either offi-
cial language tend to feature higher rates of voter turnout. 
Rather than simply non-Anglophones, the presence of large 
proportions of allophone residents appears to contribute to 
lower rates of participation among Manitoba constituencies. 
The demographic effect was most pronounced in terms of 
those constituencies with high proportions of Aboriginal 
residents. Indeed, “Aboriginal population” was the only 
community-level characteristic that persisted when control-
ling for the competitiveness of a constituency election. In 
other words, whereas the influence of other prominent fac-
tors – including age and affluence – “disappeared” when 
competitiveness was taken into account, the proportion of 
Aboriginals in a constituency retained its force. It matters 
not whether the local race is close; if the constituency has a 
high proportion of Aboriginal peoples, it is very likely to 
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feature low voter turnout. This finding expands upon those 
generated through survey analyses, which suggest Aboriginal 
Canadians are among the least engaged in electoral politics -
(Ladner and McCrossan 2007; Silver, Keeper, and MacKen-
zie 2005; Jacobs 2009; Alfred, Pitawanakwat, and Price 
2007; Cairns 2003; Hunter 2003; Kinnear 2003). This 
disengagement is due to a combination of deep structural, 
socio-demographic, historical, attitudinal, and cultural fac-
tors, all of which are worthy of further analysis and discus-
sion. 
According to previous research outside Manitoba, more 
affluent citizens are more likely to vote than those with lower 
levels of education and income (Gallego 2009). Again, the 
PRA surveys provided some support for these findings. 
While non-voters in Manitoba are less likely to have attained 
a high school diploma or pursued post-secondary education 
than voters, income did not have a statistically significant 
impact on a Manitoban’s likelihood of voting (PRA 2004, 
2008).  
Based on these findings, we might expect affluent com-
munities to be more likely to feature higher levels of voter 
turnout compared to their less-prosperous counterparts. 
This assumption is grounded in the premise that a commu-
nity with a higher standard of living would foster a more 
politically-minded atmosphere. As the resources required to 
follow and participate in politics place a relatively high price 
on civic engagement vis-a-vis other day-to-day challenges, 
communities with lower living standards may feature less 
political activity. Politics (and, by extension, voting) may be 
a luxury some communities simply cannot afford. 
In this study, each constituency’s affluence was measured 
in terms of its average household income and proportion of 
residents who attained higher levels of education. As ex-
pected, communities with a higher proportion of high-
income households, and those with higher rates of high 
school and post-secondary educational attainment rates, 
also featured higher levels of voter turnout. By the same 
token, constituencies with a higher proportion of low-
income households, and lower rates of high school comple-
tion, also featured lower rates of voter participation.  
 
Politics 
Previous Manitoba non-voter surveys have not tested the 
effect of the local community’s political environment on 
individual citizens’ propensity to vote. Focusing more upon 
residents’ attitudes toward the electoral institutions, no 
overtly “political” questions were asked of respondents. As 
such, we have no data linking residents’ likelihood of voting 
with their personal assessment of the electoral climate in 
their district. As a means of partially addressing this gap, the 
present study examined the impact of a constituency’s politi-
cal environment on its rate of voter turnout.  
The study tested the widely-held assumption that turn-
out increases when the outcome of a particular election is 
less certain, or when the conflict between political parties 
and candidates is more intense (Downs 1957; Crepaz 1990; 
Gray 1976; Holbrook and Van Dunk 1993; Blais and Lago 
2009; Blais 2000; Pacheco 2008; Orford 2008; Ashworth, 
Geys, and Heyndels 2006; Abramson, Diskin, and Felsenthal 
2007; Johnston, Matthews, and BIttner 2007). Competitive 
contests are more likely to generate voter awareness and 
interest, while attracting both media attention and increased 
voter-mobilization efforts on the part of politicians and 
strategists. 
To measure the effect of electoral competitiveness on 
voter turnout in Manitoba, we compared turnout rates 
among constituencies with varying rates of “closeness”. For 
the purposes of this study, “competitiveness” was assessed in 
terms of the average gap between the first- and second-place 
candidates. 
The closeness of the local election was by far the most 
important factor in determining the different levels of turn-
out among Manitoba’s fifty-seven constituencies. While the 
substance of this finding is hardly surprising, its magnitude 
is worthy of note. It appears that the closeness of the district-
level campaign trumps most other socio-demographic and 
political characteristics when it comes to determining a 
community’s level of turnout. (The single exception, worthy 
of repeated notice, is the proportion of Aboriginal peoples 
found in the district.) We will return to “competitiveness” in 
the next section. 
The competitiveness of a constituency is often closely 
tied to the amount of resources devoted by major parties to 
conducting local campaigns (Herrera, Levine, and Martinelli 
2008). On one hand, competitive races draw more spending; 
with tensions heightened, constituency associations are able 
to raise more funds and have the incentive to spend more 
money to contest a close seat. On the other hand, more 
spending can often make a local election more competitive, 
as opponents expend extra resources to win important votes.  
To measure the effect of campaign spending on voter 
turnout, this study compared the resources spent by the 
three major party campaigns (the Liberals, New Democrats, 
and Progressive Conservatives) in each constituency 
throughout the period under investigation. It also tested the 
impact of spending differentials (between first- and second-
place parties), and changes in spending from election to 
election. Figures were drawn from official election campaign 
financial statements filed by each constituency association. 
The results reveal that, compared to minimal and low turn-
out districts, moderate and upper turnout constituencies 
drew much more in terms of total campaign spending by 
major parties. These findings suggest that districts with 
higher turnout draw an increased amount of resources from 
political parties in Manitoba, and/or that campaign spend-
ing has a significant, positive effect on voter participation. 
Some speculate that a broader array of candidates in-
volved in a particular constituency campaign may help to 
bolster voter turnout. This is based on the notion that candi-
dates who represent traditionally disadvantaged groups – 
including women, visible minorities, and Aboriginal peoples 
– may serve as political role models for other members of 
these communities, thus encouraging fellow members to 
vote.  
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The results of this study suggest that having visible mi-
nority or Aboriginal candidates has no discernible effect on 
the level of voter turnout in a district. There is a strong, 
statistically significant relationship between turnout and the 
presence of female candidates, however. This finding sug-
gests one of two possibilities: female candidates are more 
likely to run in high turnout constituencies or, perhaps more 
plausibly, that having at least one woman as a major party 
candidate can help encourage voter participation. 
The results of these analyses confirm that, for nearly all 
Manitoba constituencies, the closeness of a local campaign 
was the primary factor driving a district’s rate of voter par-
ticipation. While affluence, stability, and homogeneity all 
played a role in determining turnout, regardless of its rela-
tive socio-economic status or ethnic diversity, if a constitu-
ency featured a close contest between two or more candi-
dates, its rate of voter turnout was likely to be higher than 
those in which the outcome of the race was more predictable. 
The one notable exception to this trend was found among 
constituencies with high proportions of Aboriginal residents. 
Regardless of the competitiveness of the local race, if a dis-
trict featured a large Aboriginal population, its level of voter 
turnout was likely to be among the lowest in Manitoba. Aside 
from this factor, however, the closeness of a district’s race is 
the best predictor of its level of turnout. To explain turnout, 
then, requires an explanation of competitiveness. It is to that 
task that we now turn. 
 
Determinants of Competitiveness 
OLS regression was used to discern factors which help to 
explain the competitiveness of these three elections. In par-
ticular, we asked if the closeness of the race was explained by 
how competitive the riding was in the previous election, or 
whether there were additional factors. A block recursive 
model was used to establish to what extent socio-
demographic and political variables account for the close-
ness of the race in the fifty-seven constituencies in Manitoba. 
These factors included a combination of relatively static, 
compositional variables, and dynamic, contextual variables. 
In terms of sequence, compositional variables such as mean 
age, income and education levels were introduced first, so as 
to establish a relationship between socio-demographic fac-
tors and the competitiveness of a riding. Next, contextual 
variables were included to test whether political variables 
influenced the competitiveness of the race. The results dis-
cussed below only include statistically significant findings. 
In instances where the competitiveness of a riding could be 
used as the main independent variable, the score was includ-
ed in the model. This was the case for the 1999 election, 
which marked the beginning of new electoral boundaries. 
The initial models included competitiveness in 2007 as 
the dependent variable and competitiveness in 2003 and 199 
as the independent variables (see Figure 4). Model One 
indicates that the closeness of the race in 2003 positively 
explains how competitive the riding was in 2007. Model One 
accounts for 33% of the variance in the competitiveness 
score for the 2007 election. Model Two introduces a second 
independent variable, the competiveness score for the 1999 
election. Both the competitiveness scores account for ap-
proximately 37% of the variance.  
Figure 4. OLS Regression for Competitiveness 2007 
 
 
Figure 5. OLS Regression for Turnout 1999 
 
 
Next, the contextual variables were explored as a predictor of 
competitiveness. The presence of a female candidate or 
incumbent did not produce statistically significant results. 
Displayed in Figure 6, high levels of campaign spending by 
the Progressive Conservatives was the only contextual varia-
ble which had a positive and statistically significant relation-
ship with competitiveness in 1999 (p<0.05). 
 
 




The 2003 Election 
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The competitiveness in 1999 accounts for 48.5% of the vari-
ance in competitiveness in the 2003 election (Figure 7). 
There is a positive statistically significant relationship be-
tween the competitiveness of the race in 1999 and in 2003.  
Figure 7. OLS Regression for Competitiveness, 2003 
 
 
Treating competitiveness in the previous election as the 
main independent variable, and controlling for the propor-
tion of Aboriginals in a riding, there a negative and statisti-
cally significant relationship with the competitiveness of a 
riding, as indicated in Figure 8. The initial model, which only 
included the high percentage of Aboriginal population as the 
independent variable and competitiveness in 2003 as the 
dependent variable produced a negative, statistically signifi-
cant relationship with competitiveness (p<0.01), accounting 
for approximately 10% of the variance. When the competi-
tiveness score from 1999 was introduced, the high percent-





Figure 8. OLS Regression for Competitiveness, 2003 
 
 
Figure 9 displays two statistically significant compositional 
models. Model One indicates that in ridings where English is 
more prevalent the contest will be closer. As well, in Model 
Two, constituencies with more homeowners will be more 
competitive. It would follow that ridings that are more ho-
mogenous are likely to have competitive elections.  
 
Figure 9. OLS Regression for Competiveness, 2003 
 
 
The contextual variables introduced into the model did not 
yield statistically significant results. This election was the 
only case in which political variables did not account for a 
statistically significant relationship with competitiveness. In 
all other instances, the closeness of the previous election was 
the strongest predictor of the competitiveness. Competitive-
ness in the 2003 election is dictated by the closeness of the 
race in the previous election, and by select socio-
demographic factors: language, home ownership and the 
presence of an Aboriginal population. 
 
The 2007 Election 
The analysis of the 2007 election reveals that compositional 
variables, while controlling for competitiveness in the previ-
ous election, have no bearing on the closeness of the race in 
2007. However, political variables have a positive and statis-
tically significant relationship with the competitiveness 
during the election. Figure 10 includes two models. Model 
One consists of the contextual variables as well as competi-
tiveness in 2003. Ridings with high levels of conservative 
campaign spending are more likely to have a competitive 
riding (p<0.01). Model Two applies both contextual and a 
compositional variable, accounting for 48.5% of variance. 
The model indicates that ridings with a high population of 
movers has a negative and statistically significant relation-
ship with the competitiveness of the election. Campaign 
spending for NDP also becomes statistically significant when 
controlling for movers.  
For each election, it is apparent that the overriding factor 
in determining the competitiveness of a riding is the close-
ness of the previous race. While a handful of compositional 
factors, such as measures of homogeneity, and political 
variables help to explain the closeness of the race, the mod-
els demonstrate that the competitiveness of the race is, for 
the most part, determined by the closeness of the previous 
election. 
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These findings raise serious challenges, and important ques-
tions, for those who wish to improve the level of electoral 
engagement in Manitoba. When the closeness of the local 
race is the primary determinant of voter turnout, and when 
the closeness of the previous election is the best predictor of 
the competitiveness of a given race, increasing the level of 
voter participation in low-turnout communities becomes 
difficult. It may not be enough to encourage youth and Mani-
tobans with lower incomes and less education to vote; this 
study suggests that, if these individuals do not live in a com-
petitive district, they are less likely to participate in elec-
tions. Moreover, boosting competitiveness through electoral 
reform or changes to electoral laws and regulations would 
require legislative action. Considering the cyclical, competi-
tive nature of Manitoba’s two-party-plus system (Adams 
2008), advocates would face a stiff challenge in convincing 
an incumbent government (or a government-in-waiting) to 
support electoral reform. This leaves many reformers with 
few options when it comes to addressing the leading cause of 
low turnout in many districts.  
In essence, proponents of higher turnout must work to 
find ways of encouraging individuals in less-competitive 
districts that their vote “counts”, regardless of whether it has 
an impact on the eventual outcome of the local race. Previ-
ous research demonstrates that appeals to civic duty and 
political obligation may be effective for some (particularly, 
older) members of the population. Other Manitobans (espe-
cially youth) may be persuaded by the prospect of other 
forms of gratification (including the fact that their political 
party of choice is eligible for an annual per-vote subsidy). To 
discover new ways of persuading these individuals, it is 
necessary to delve more deeply into the reasons voters in 
these uncompetitive districts have decided to cast ballots.  
For, while confirming many popular notions about voter 
turnout, these findings suggest further research is required 
to fully understand the nature of electoral participation in 
Manitoba and beyond. In particular, future studies should 
seek to understand why certain individuals in less-
competitive districts decide to participate, when their indi-
vidual votes are so unlikely to alter the outcome of the elec-
tion. Understanding the attitudes of these voters is crucial, 
as it may lead to new insights into what differentiates partic-
ipants from on-participants in Manitoba democracy. Learn-
ing what leads some residents to vote may help proponents 
of civic engagement convince some non-voters to consider 
participating in the electoral process (Engelen 2006; Fowler 
and Kam 2006). 
This would entail more than the standard, survey-based 
approach. The results of this study suggest that elections are 
community events, and are experienced quite differently in 
constituencies across the province. To study non-voting in 
its proper perspective, then, researchers should consider 
convening focus groups in various communities throughout 
Manitoba. This qualitative, group-based approach would 
complement the broad-based, quantitative survey conducted 
by PRA, while supplementing the present ecological analysis 
with much-needed input from Manitobans, themselves. 
Considering the results of this analysis, separate focus 
groups should be convened in constituencies with varying 
rates of competitiveness, affluence, ethnic diversity, and 
Aboriginal populations. 
Past and future Manitoba elections should be analyzed to 
substantiate the results of this study. It is particularly im-
portant to examine elections prior to 2003, as this is when 
voter turnout fell below 60 percent for the first time in mod-
ern history. The raw materials for this analysis are readily 
available, although resources are required to assemble it into 
usable data. In particular, researchers will need to break 
down appropriate Census data along provincial electoral 
district boundaries, and assemble the necessary constituen-
cy-level turnout and campaign figures. Even with this data, 
however, a truly longitudinal comparative analysis will re-
main elusive. Constituency boundaries change every ten 
years in Manitoba, which makes it logically and empirically 
impossible to track changes in turnout in a single district 
over many decades. Thus, explaining the decline in electoral 
participation requires a broader historical scope than the 
constantly-shifting electoral map, present methods, and 
existing theory will permit. A series of ecological, “snap-
shot” analyses (such as the present study) will have to suf-
fice. 
In this spirit, it is worth noting that the findings in this 
analysis correspond with the outcome of the 2011 Manitoba 
election.  Two percentage-points separated the New Demo-
crats, at 46 percent, from the Progressive Conservatives, at 
44 percent, making it the tightest finish since 1986.  The seat 
totals told otherwise, however, as the NDP amassed the 
largest majority in provincial history (winning 37 of 57 
seats).  The results revealed the fact that – while the prov-
ince-wide contest was close – few Manitobans experienced 
the same level of competitiveness in their home districts.  
This latter point goes some distance toward explaining the 
low level of voter turnout in 2011, as in elections past.  At 
55.8 percent, the 2011 voter participation rate remained 
below 60 percent for the third consecutive election, and near 
the record-low of 54 percent set in 1949 and 2003.  A large 
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part of the explanation lies in the fact that a vast majority of 
Manitoba constituencies continued to feature so-called “safe 
seats” – ones where there was little prospect that the incum-
bent (or incumbent party) would lose (see Summerlee and 




Throughout each of the past three Manitoba elections, the 
competitiveness of a local race has been the best predictor of 
a district’s level of voter turnout. Indeed, provided a constit-
uency features a tight contest between two or more candi-
dates for office, many of its demographic characteristics fail 
to affect its rate of voter participation. Constituencies with 
younger, less affluent populations will feature the same level 
of turnout as their older, more prosperous neighbours – 
provided the local race is competitive. Conversely, no matter 
how “old” or affluent a constituency, if it does not play host 
to a close contest, it will not feature a high level of turnout. 
While the magnitude of this effect is noteworthy, these find-
ings are neither particularly surprising or satisfying. At the 
aggregate level, it is logical that competitive races are more 
likely to engage their constituents than uncompetitive ones. 
Electors are more likely to feel that their votes will “make a 
difference” in the outcome, and political actors (parties, 
candidates, media) are more likely to devote more attention 
and resources to close races.  
Nonetheless, these findings serve as an important re-
minder to analysts, practitioners and observers: context 
matters. In particular, the political environment surrounding 
a local race has a larger impact than the many demographic 
factors we typically associate with (non)voting. Questions 
remain as to how these community-level variables impact 
citizens at the individual level, providing researchers with a 
new series of challenges when it comes to understanding and 





1  Supplementary data (e.g., from candidate biographies) were 
drawn from publicly-available sources. 
2  For more information on the Manitoba Electoral Boundaries 
Commission, see: http://www.boundariescommission.mb.ca/. 
3  For more on the determinants of voter turnout in the 2007 
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